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To leverage Hong Kong's strengths to become a knowledge-driven, technology 
intensive economy, the prospects of home-based telecommuting are studied in 
the hi-tech industry. The overall aim of this research is to examine the current 
status of the implementation of telecommuting; and the perceptions of workers 
and management towards it in the hi-tech field, and thereby identify the factors 
that encourage or discourage its adoption. We review three organizational 
arrangements which allow employees to work at home on a regular basis as a 
substitute for attendance at the normal workplace: Multinational Corporations & 
Local Telecommunication Corporations; Internet Startups and Self-Employed 
Entrepreneurs. 
While managers were positive about telecommuting, they were hesitant to 
implement it given the practical considerations. As for employees, differences 
were found between the potential telecommuters and non-telecommuters in the 
ratings of personal control and productivity. Household responsibilities were not a 
priority for female professionals to consider working at home. 
We tentatively conclude that work at home will not become a widespread trend in 
Hong Kong. But yet there is sufficient interest in its use as a flexible work option 
in special cases that it should be examined more closely. 
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The Concept of Telecommuting 
"Telecommuting" and "Teleworking" 
Twenty-five years ago, Jack Nilles^ coined the term "telecommuting" 
while stuck in traffic in Los Angeles. Such initial interest in telecommuting was 
driven by concerns about traffic congestion and pollution in densely populated 
areas such as Southern California. Then in the 1980s, as companies focused 
increasingly on cutting costs, they pointed to telecommuting as a means to 
reduce the expense of maintaining office space. More recently though, 
organizations have begun to view telecommuting as a tool to attract and retain 
top personnel in fields with short labour supplies. 
Whatever the motive though, home-based telecommuting refers to 
employees who work at home on a regular basis, though not necessarily (and, 
• 1 Jack M. Nilles, who coined the terms "teleworking" and "telecommuting" in 1973, is 
president of "JALA International, Inc.," and author of "Making Telecommuting Happen: A 
Guide for Telemanagers and Telecommuters". He can be reached at "jala@ix.netcom.com". 
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in fact, rarely) every day. And over the years, the substitution of computer-
based technology for physical travel has led to a number of alternative work 
forms beyond home-based telecommuting. These are: 
• satellite offices where employees work both outside the home and away 
from the conventional workplace in a location convenient to themselves 
and/or customers; 
• neighborhood work centers which are essentially identical to satellite 
offices with one major difference in terms of housing more than one 
company's employees丨 and 
• mobile working where the mobile workers are frequently on the road, using 
communications technology to work from home, from a car, from a plane, 
or from a hotel, communicating with the office as necessary from each 
location. 
Together, these forms constitute "teleworking". What they have in common 
is a transition from in-person supervision to remote managing, from face-to-
face communication to telecommunications-mediated communication, from 
on-site working to offsite or multiple-site working, and, in the case of groups, 
from side-by-side collaboration to virtual teamwork. 
t 
3 
Definition of "Telecommuting" 
Telecommuting is a form of teleworking^. In specific terms, the term 
"telecommuting" refers to the substitution of telecommunications technology 
for physical travel to a central work location; it usually implies that the person 
is working at home^. To elaborate, it refers to workers working at home during 
regular office hours, instead of commuting to the primary office, but with real 
time communication linkage to the primary office with the use of computers 
and communications technologies. 
Hence, this paper reviews organizational arrangements which allow 
employees to work at home on a regular basis as a substitute for attendance 
at the normal workplace. And the term "telecommuting" is to be used 
interchangeably with "work-at-home". The home as a workplace becomes the 
focus of our research, as we are interested in the effects of remote work on 
the connection between the work and non-work domains of one's life as well 
as the effects of telecommuting on the nature of work itself. Henceforth, from 
here on, the term telecommuting will also refer to home-based teleworking. 
2 The two are related as shown in the figure in Appendix 1. For a detailed discussion, 
please refer to "http://www.jala.com/clefinitions.htm". 
# 
3 "Working at Home with Computers: Work and Nonwork Issues," Journal of Social Issues 
40 (Fall 1984) :97. 
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Driving Forces 
Many nations are investing in telecommuting programs, including Great 
Britain, Finland, Kaly，Japan, the Netherlands, and Sweden. And it is being 
especially encouraged in countries with dense populations such as England 
and Japan because of the extreme costs of real estate in such overcrowded 
cities. Inevitably, the Government's initiative is important but not sufficient. In 
fact the necessary factors are the required technology and human 
acceptance. 
Advances in information systems technologies 
Technological innovation is a major factor in facilitating telecommuting. 
The continued introduction of computing technology in the corporation, in 
particular, distributed computed systems, as well as the increased availability 
of high-quality/ high-capacity switched digital communication services, are 
making telecommuting possible, as well as cost-effective, for all concerned. 
The gradual reduction in data communications cost and huge improvements 
in its speed and power, in turn, have led to an increase in the affordability and 
accessibility of personal computers which allow people to work at home. 
The synergies are brought about by Local Area Networks (LANs) or 
Intranets that have become more like a miniature version of the Net within a 
‘ economy rather than just a way to store directories or newsletters. Many of 
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them have powerful search engines that provide employees with vital 
information 24X74’ whether they are in the office or on the road. 
Changes in lifestyle 
There have been considerable changes in demographics and 
psychographics of the workforce in the realm of family lifestyles, work values 
and educational qualifications of employees. 
In terms of family lifestyles, both the parents are increasingly going out 
to the workforce. There has been a considerable rise in dual income families 
as well as single parent families. Caretakers of the home are needed and 
parents feel they are best suited to take up this role. 
Work values and educational qualifications, on the other hand, are 
characterized by the information workers' mentality. That is data, documents, 
and knowledge, are no longer solely confined within the four walls of a 
physical office space. This observation not only pertains to the workforce but 
also to individuals about to enter the workforce. As Sandy Plachy, the Co-
Founder of Job Results Management Institute explains "high school and 
college students today develop a new sense of time. If they have a research 
project，they don't necessarily have to go to the library to get the information 
they need during the hours that the library is open. They have the information 
4 24 hours a day, 7 times a week 
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anytime, from their rooms or anywhere else^." This is echoed by Gil Gordon, 
President of Gil Gordon Associates in Monmouth Junction NJ, who has been 
a consultant to over a 100 companies since 1982 in the area of 
telecommuting and alternative work arrangements, in that flexible work 
arrangements in the realm of telecommuting, seem to be ... a priority to 
younger people entering the work force®. 
Who is a Telecommuter? 
In the narrow context of work at home, telecommuters fall into several 
categories: 
After-hours work at home 
These are regular organizational employees who spend substantial 
amounts of time at home doing job-related tasks on computers or terminals in 
addition to their routine eight-hour workday at the office. The term "electronic 
briefcase" refers to this after-hours phenomenon in which technology 
facilitates extending the workday into the home. 
5 "When Worlds Collide: What happens when the old corporate culture meets the new 
technology?," AT &T Magazine at ''http://wvvw.ipservices/att.com/emag/01/article1.htmr 
0 
"When Worlds Collide: What happens when the old corporate culture meets the new 
technology?," AT &T Magazine at "http://www.ipservices/att.com/emag/01/article1.htmr 
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Occasional work at home 
For individuals who are full-time employees of organizations, the norm 
is still to attend a central work site during regular work hours. Yet certain 
employees tend to stay at home occasionally with a terminal to escape the 
interruptions of the office or to finish a report for a critical deadline. In such 
cases, the approval to work at home is granted through informal channels, 
and the decision is typically made by the employee as the need arises. 
Self-employed work at home 
Many people who work at home are self-employed. Writers, 
consultants, and artists have traditionally combined work and living space. 
Interest in this mode of work is partly motivated by a personal desire for 
autonomy and partly by the need for flexibility in order to accommodate non-
work responsibilities like family and/ or children. Yet where there is a shortage 
of skilled employees, as in the programming profession, being an independent 
contractor can be relatively lucrative. 
Regular work at home for full-time employees 
Such an option is characterized by employees working at home from 
one to five days a week and receive full salary and benefits, or be classified 
as part-time and be paid on an hourly or piece-rate basis. This arrangement is 
regular and formal rather than informal and occasional. 
# 
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Our research largely focuses on the latter two phenomena, and remain 
the central focus for the remainder of the paper. 
Telecommuting in the Context of Hong Kong 
In March 1998, the Hong Kong Chief Executive, Tung Chee-Hwa, 
appointed the Commission on Innovation and Technology to study the 
possibility of reinventing the city to become a competitive player in the 
information age. The commission's final report, issued in June 1999, 
concluded that Hong Kong could leverage its traditional strengths to become 
a "knowledge-driven, technology intensive economy". The Government has 
acted on several of the panel's recommendations, including the creation of a 
$640 million Innovation and Technology Fund to support innovation projects. 
Amidst such a context, it is plausible to expect the growth of 
Information-Technology (IT) and Hi Technology (hi-tech) related businesses, 
not to mention the numbers of the personnel. Although no official discussions 
have been held on the prospects of telecommuting for these employees, it is 
worthwhile to examine the possibilities. This is as there does appear to be a 
growing trend toward informal work-at-home arrangements in California's hi-
tech computer industry. Various estimates exist, but on average, it is claimed 
that one out of every nine to twelve individuals telecommute. This is especially 
true in the Silicon Valley, not only the heartbed of technological activity but 
‘ also the heartbed of exacerbating office rents. And then closer to home, the 
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Asian cities of Japan and Singapore, whose economies are as advanced as 
that of Hong Kong's, have already recognized the advantages brought about 
by telecommuting for personnel in the hi-tech sector?. Although official 
estimates on telecommuting per se are difficult to ascertain, it has been found 
that in Japan almost 15 percent and 8 percent of corporations respectively 
employ satellite offices and telecommuting as work options®. In another study 
on the status of teleworking in Singapore, about 12 percent of the responding 
organizations practiced some form of teleworking with some having more than 
one type of teleworking arrangement®. 
Hong Kong's shift from land and capital-based economy towards 
information and service-based economy makes it an impetus favourable for 
telecommuting. This is in spite of the fact that one normally would not expect 
telecommuting to be of particular interest or relevance to Hong Kong, not only 
because it is a relatively small city but also endows a good public transport 
system. The maximum commuting time by car, or even the rail networks, from 
one end to another is on average an hour, or at the most, an hour-and-a-half. 
7 "An Empirical study of attitudes towards Teleworking among information technology (IT) 
Personnel." International Journal of Information Management 18 (October 1998): 329 
Imaizumi, C. "Changes in Work Styles of Office Workers in Satellite Offices." System 
Sciences (1999) 
"Have Modem, Won't Travel,” Management Review 84 (1995) 
8 "Telework in Japan: Perceptions and Implementation." System Science. 4 (1998): 169 
. 9 Lam, S.H., Urn, G.S. and Loh, C.M. "A Survey of the Status of Teleworking in 
Singapore." Proceedings of the 1995 Pan-Pacific Conference on Information Systems. 
Singapore. 29 June - 2 July 1995, p. 200-204. 
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But then on the other hand, it is argued that Hong Kong is an 
overcrowded city and faces uncontrollable pollution problems in Central 
Business Districts like Central and Causeway Bay, not to mention the high 
rents and heavy traffic jams during the peak hours. Seen from this 
perspective, telecommuting could be a valued work environment in Hong 
Kong. 
Methodology 
The overall aim of this research is to examine the current status of the 
implementation of telecommuting; and the perceptions of workers and 
management towards it in the hi-tech field, and thereby identify the factors 
that encourage or discourage its adoption. This is as the hi-tech sector is the 
foundation upon which Hong Kong's economy gears towards. For the purpose 
of this study, the hi-tech field incorporates firms whose business operations 
are knowledge-based and within which the functions of software, hardware 
and computerized networks are central. 
As observed by the authors of this study, major activities in relation to 
hi-tech are happening at multinational corporations (MNCs) & local telecom 
companies, the emerging Internet startups and the premises of self-employed 
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entrepreneurs. This paper, therefore, seeks to examine attitudes towards 
telecommuting of the personnel at work within these hi-tech environments^®. 
Specifically, the following variables on the practice of telecommuting are 
examined in the first two organisational forms: 
• A comparison of attitudes: Supervisors vs. Employees; and 
• Gender-related perceptions to determine if females have greater 
propensity to stay home to work to attend to the chores at home. 
As for the self-employed, we take in their personal insights to generate 
some observations given the relative subjectivity involved. 
The bulk of literature in relation to telecommuting exists in relation to the 
United States and Europe. Upon analysing the trends there (Chapter II)， 
individuals 一 employees and supervisors - at each of the organisational forms 
were personally interviewed in-person or over the phone. 
Participants were recruited using a variety of strategies, including personal 
contacts, "cold calls" to employers and individual professionals, and e-mail 
solicitations. Our goal was to include eight to ten professionals and three to 
four managers in as many different kinds of jobs within the IT industry. 
0 ‘ “ ••“‘  
The figure in Appendix 2 illustrates the Work-at-Home Segments of Interest. 
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For employees, the observations reported are based on unstructured 
interviews in relation to their propensity to telecommute by investigating: their 
job nature; impact of the work content being transferred home on a part-time 
and full-time basis; and communication patterns with supervisors and co-
workers. The interviews with supervisors, on the other hand, focused on their 
receptivity and related concerns in allowing their employees to telecommute. 
Chapters III, IV, and V focus on MNCs, Internet startups and self-
employed entrepreneurs respectively. This is followed by a final chapter in 
determining the suitability of telecommuting in Hong Kong. 
This report is primarily descriptive, rather than prescriptive. Readers 
should be cautious in interpreting the results, keeping in mind that the sample 
was not selected to be statistically representative of the overall professionals, 
managers and employees at the I丁 corporations. 
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CHAPTER II 
TELECOMMUTING AS A PRACTICE 
Pervasive in Traditional and IT-Related Industries 
Successful Examples 
Fortune 500 companies are seeing the future, and it is telecommuting. 
AT & T, IBM, Mehll-Lynch, American Express, Arthur Anderson, Ford Motor, 
Coca-Cola, United Airlines and numerous others already have telecommuting 
programs in place. Generally, these projects are cost-efficient, saving 
companies on average of US$2 for every US$1 spent on a telework 
program^ \ 
In the realm of corporations in the hi-tech sector, AT & T has used 
home-based telecommuting since 1991. K has reduced US$550 million in 
office space costs till date. At the same time, 75 percent of telecommuters at 
A T & T report increased productivity as a result of reduced commute times. In 
# 
” "The Basics of Successful Telework Network," HR Focus 76 (June 1999) ： 9 
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an eight-hour day, telecommuters do seven hours of work while office workers 
only do six^ .^ They are more satisfied with their personal and family lives than 
before they began to telecommute. In addition, they report the reduction of 
auto emissions by about 80,000 tons every year. Similarly, at Nortel, its 
teleworkers have a job satisfaction rating 10 percent higher than other 
employees. 
Says Carrie Milliard, the Marketing Coordinator at Comcast@Home in 
Baltimore, "As a telecommunications company and high-speed Internet 
service provider, Comcast@Home believes it is important to allow our 
employees to be as versatile, productive and competitive as possible. 
Therefore, to better serve our customers in the area, we have initiated an 
exciting program to allow our employees to access information from home via 
the Interneti3, 
Nationwide Figures 
In fact, according to a late 1997 study conducted by the William Olsten 
Center for Workforce Strategies, a majority of North American companies (51 
percent) say that they permit employees to telecommute through ongoing or 
12 "When Technology works at Home, So Will I, "Environment. Health & Safety 
(November 15) at "http://www.att.com/ehs/telework_survey.html" 
, 13 "Do you Offer a Telework Program?," Baltimore Business Journal 17 (December 1999) 
:15 
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pilot programsi4 Another finding by the International 丁elework Association & 
Council estimates that about 20 million Americans - nearly 10 percent of 
working adults - now telecommute at least one day a month^^. Such is the 
pervasiveness of telework^®, that October 27 is marked as the Telework 
America Day. There are also two magazines 一 "Office at Home" and 
"Homebase" 一 which claim to unravel some of the problems of working from 
home and appeal straight to the home-based professionals. 
Telecommuting is also one of the most valued "perks" in the workplace 
of the competitive hi-tech sector. A recent Washington Post survey showed 
that hi-tech professionals valued the ability to telecommute even more than 
bonuses and vacations^^. And as the digital economy continues to expand, 
telecommuting will become an even more important recruiting and retention 
tool. As to why is telecommuting favorably perceived, the driving forces are 
examined below. 
14 "The Home Office； Credit Union Management 23 (January 2000): 22-25. 
15 "The Home Office," Credit Union Management 23 (January 2000): 22-25. 
16 The URLs, "http://www.jala.com/ustcforecast.htm" and 
''http://vww.uniforum.org/news/html/publications/ufm/feb96/telecomm.htmr, graphically show 
the rising number of teleworkers and telecommuters in the U.S. Yet it must be noted that 
estimates vary by sources. Also cited in Appendix 3. 
.. 17 “Driving to Work on Today's Information Superhighway," Kansas City Business Journal 
18 (November 1999): 14 
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Actors and Driving Forces 
As far as the Western part of the world is concerned, most businesses 
clearly recognize the value of telecommuting. Yet as cited in the literature, 
whether or not telework spreads and how depends on interests and action at 
three levels in society^®. An overview below identifies these levels as 
individual (a personal level), organizational (a corporate level) and societal (a 
community level f . 
Individual Perspective 
Meeting family demands 
Mainly for women, this is the desire and/ or need to combine work with 
household and family demands. The parenting of young children can 
therefore allow parents of to combine work with parenthood. This is supported 
by Yap and Tng's finding in Singapore where the majority of female computer 
professionals were in favour of telecommuting 一 73 percent to be specific^°. 
Married respondents were even more receptive: 81 percent compared to a 
18 As far as employers and employees are concerned, what they perceive as advantages 
and disadvantages of telecommuting are summarized in Appendix 4. Source: "Does 
Telecommuting Make Economic Sense for Companies?" Proceedings of the Annual 
Hawaii Conference on System Sciences (1996) 
19 Huws, U., Korte, Werner B., and Robinson, S. Telework: Towards the Elusive Office. 
England: John Wiley & Sons Limited, 1990. 
‘. 20 "pactors Associated with Attitudes towards Teleworking," Information and Management 
19 (1990) ： 227-235. 
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figure of 68 percent from single women. The top five reasons cited by these 
respondents included being able to combine work and caring for their children 
and families, more flexible working hours, and increased autonomy over time 
schedule. 
Ironically though, this can also result in increased stress for 
telecommuters who are unable to effectively manage the work-home 
interface^\ This is as many respondents were concerned about problems that 
might arise from integrating work and home activities, especially in terms of 
role conflicts. Caring for the family and children is a full-time job and working 
as an employee is another full-time commitment. 
Avoiding commuting hassles 
The tolls of commuting during rush hour take on stress and physical 
health as well as time, not to mention the accumulated expenses. But for 
some, the commute presents a switch from the home mode to the work mode. 
This is to do with the atmosphere and environment they are in, as individuals 
associate work with the workplace alone and leisure with the home 
atmosphere. 
21 "A Model for Coping with Role Conflict: the Role of Behaviour of College Educated 
Women," Administrative Science Quarterly 17 (1972): 471-486 
y 
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Distraction from work 
Work groups, managers and professionals in particular, tend to find a 
work environment remote from the distractions of normal office interaction 
attractive for work on an occasional basis. This would be for tasks requiring 
undisrupted concentration such as the creative coding of software or 
monotonous number-crunching. It should be of little surprise that the home as 
an environment was found more productive - by as much as 30 percenP^. 
Social isolation 
The corollary of enhanced productivity is isolation. The relative lack of 
contact with colleagues leads to social isolation, labelled as the "trapped 
housewife syndrome". By being away from the office for extended periods of 
time, low organizational commitment and loyalty may result, leading to 
professional isolation in turn. 
Gareer advancement 
The negative impact of telecommuting on career advancement 
properties arose from the telecommuters' lack of visibility in the office and 
„ 22 A recent survey published by Investor's Business Daily on 8 April, 1998, reports 30 
percent greater productivity for telecommuters as a whole. 
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fewer opportunities for informal social contact, with situations arising and 
described as "out of sight, "out of mind". 
Setting up a business 
Services whose output is easily transported by telecommunications, 
such as software^^, can easily be provided by telecommuting, and can form 
the basis for establishing a business. Another route into a business is to move 
from being an employee to telecommute for a previous employer, then 
gradually extending the range of clients served until 3 business is formeGp* 
Organizational Perspective 
Savings in office space 
Major savings are to be expected from telework in the area of inner-city 
office space needed by an organization. Yet it must be noted that shared 
25 
office equipment ought to remain so as to allow the teleworkers to hotel . 
This will water down part of the savings and would call on for shared 
premises. 
23 An example is the F International Group in the UK. 
This process was at the root of the Rank Xerox's "networking" initiative. 
25 Refers to the process by which companies assign office space to employees on as-
needed, temporary basis. 
r 
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Retaining and recruiting staff 
Telecommute is seen as one mechanism for retaining staff who 
demand more flexibility in the time and location of work. It is also seen as a 
means for recruiting new staff unwilling or unable to move closer to their 
employer. 
Coping with workload variation 
A considerable number of teleworking schemes are established with 
the objective of coping with workload variation. The jobs concerned are mainly 
those requiring rather low levels of skills and qualifications (e.g. data entry). 
Managerial resistance 
There is a general inertia found among management to change, more 
because of the organizational difficulties brought about by the adoption of 
telecommuting. One of the major problems for the very slow uptake of 
telework relates to the managers' reliance on "eyeball supervision" - the 
ability to see their people working (whether or not they were actually being 




Environmental pollution, traffic congestion 
By reducing the need to travel to work, telework is seen as a means to 
contribute to a reduction in traffic levels. This is particularly attractive for those 
centres of population already suffering from environmental pollution through 
traffic. 
F^eaional development 
By investing in different forms of telework-based employment in rural 
and peripheral regions, location of employment activity in thinly populated 
regions could be promoted. 
Employment flexibility 
Telework is a means to mobilise a supply of labour, women in 
particular, who would otherwise have not been able to work because of 
childcare responsibilities. This also pertains to individuals like the disabled. 
Not as Pervasive 
According to the 1999 AT & T employee telework survey^®, employee 
participation in telecommuting has reached a plateau. Despite three-fold 
4r 
26 "When Technology works at Home, So Will I’ "Environment. Health & Safety 
(November 15) at "http://www.att.com/ehs/telework_survey.htmr 
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growth since 1992，the number of management employees working frequently 
from home (more than once a week) has remained at about one out of four 
since 1997. The number who work at home more than once a month has also 
remained flat, at about one out of two, as has the percentage who work at 
home all the time, at about one out of ten. Two key reasons emerged for this 
lack of growth. First, broadband connections are common in traditional office 
environments, but not in residential areas. Employees have grown 
accustomed to high bandwidth communications and feel they are crippled 
when they work at home. Second, they felt that nothing can replace human 
interaction. 
Now we have established that telecommuting has its pros and cons. 
On the one hand, prospects seem promising but on the other, not as 
promising. Whether or not the personnel at the hi-tech corporations in Hong 
Kong are responsive to it, is to be examined in the upcoming three chapters. 
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CHAPTER III 
MULTINATIONAL CORPORATIONS & LOCAL TELECOMS 
Background 
In addition to its activities as the gateway for China, Hong Kong has also 
come to excel as an economic center for the Asia Pacific region. Hence, its 
growing strategic importance has been attracting Multinational Corporations 
(MNCs). In fact, Hong Kong has received a significant inflow of foreign direct 
investment that has allowed it to become the center of the regional 
headquarters for these MNCs. As of today, Hong Kong hosts no less than 
2000 such headquarter offices^^. They are usually involved in activities such 
as investment management, business development, and logistical & technical 
support. 
As for the local telecommunication corporations, save for Cable and 
Wireless Hong Kong Telecom (CWHKT), they are relatively new entrants, no 
more than several years old. This was as until December 1998, CWHKT had 
a monopoly in the industry. With deregulation in place since 1 January 1999 
ti 
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though, players emerged. And then there was the mobile phone revolution 
which has made Hong Kong as the fourth largest market in terms of 
penetration rate - all the more encouraging entrants. 
In the hi-tech field, the MNCs and local telecom corporations, generally 
concentrate on business development. Our observations below are analyzed 
on the basis of interviews with the employees and managers of AT&T 
Corporation, IBM Corporation, Singapore Telecommunications Ltd. (Singtel), 
Nortel Networks (Nortel), CWHKT, SmarTone Mobile Communications Ltd., 
and City Telecom Ltd (CTI). By-and large, their organizations are 
characterized by distinct functional departments with demarcated 
responsibilities, and embedded with hierarchy structures. 
The Two Voices: Managers and Employees 
The Managers' Perspective 
Due to the finely defined organizational structure and distinct functional 
units, a departmental manager tends to lead his/ her own functional team. 
Informal inter-department3l coordination is minimal but formal meetings are 
held at regular periods officially. 
‘ 27 Business and Professional Federation of Hong Kong. Hong Kong 21: A Ten Year 
Vision and Agenda for Hona Kong's Economy. 1993 
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Positive Attitude 
For telecommuting to be seen in a positive light, productivity 
enhancement is seen as a panacea for performance-oriented individuals. Mr. 
Clarence Chan, the Finance & Administration Manager at Si门gtel claims,"... 
the purpose of telecommuting is to increase efficiency and productivity. The 
telecommuting program in our company mainly focuses on the knowledge 
workers, that is, individuals who are more into strategies than operations. This 
is not a new concept for such personnel who work in corporate subsidiaries, 
because they travel extensively and do not have office space at the sites they 
travel to. When they work, they work with mobile phones and laptops, either 
from the comforts of their homes or hotel rooms. They come into the office for 
meetings and discussions only.丨门 fact, I am one such individual." 
Mr. Chan reckons that trust is the core virtue of telecommuting for 
employees at the clerical levels though. He said, "if you trust your employees 
to fulfill their tasks, whether or not you are physically around, and they trust 
you to provide competent direction and guidance, reward them for good 
performance, or penalize them for sub-standard performance, only then will 
conditions allow employees to work at home. If such an atmosphere of trust is 
not attained, then telecommuting is not recommended." 
With regards to his own team, Mr. Chan is comfortable in having them 
telecommute. "Those down the hierarchy, who input and process financial 
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data, do so electronically. Whether they do it at home or office, makes no 
difference." 
In terms of adopting telecommuting as an alternative, Mr. Chan was 
unwilling though, as Singtel's office in Hong Kong operates on a small scale 
and it will not be economical to implement all the administrative and 
coordination hassles to do so. 
Yet he suggests that with the advances in technology, telecommuting 
could become a trend in Hong Kong, especially in the telecommunications 
sector, if no where else. "Technological innovations have made the work 
environment convenient in that travelling to the workplace for short updates is 
not needed anymore. While telephones work, e-mail and IGQ are a panacea. 
True, you may argue that face-to-face interaction is richer and full of emotions 
but at the end of the day, the key is to get the message through. I have seen 
my team members e-mailing one another even when their desks are across 
one another. Besides, it may be beneficial to note things down in writing." 
Mr. Wilson Yau, a Senior Technology Specialist at CWHKT takes a 
different view regarding telecommuting's attraction. He argued, "What appeals 
to me most is that it allows me to devote extensive work time to tasks ... 
without the interruptions from my colleagues. This is perhaps because I prefer 
to work independently at times. You won't believe, I have used my annual 
�‘ leave to work on some projects for which I do not get the time for during the 
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work days." As for his home environment, he says, "my family members either 
stay in Mainland China or work in their offices, so noise and interruptions are 
minimal, if any. My flat may be small but I have the flexibility to work wherever 
I want - even the restroom if needed, “ he jokingly claims. 
Overall, Mr. Yau is positive. He foresees that HKT will have to 
implement a telecommuting plan if pressurized. This is more so as many of 
his accomplices and subordinates would be in favor of working from home. 
Negative Attitude 
Some supervisors like Mr. Michael Chan, the Senior Operation 
Specialist at SmartTone, hesitate to adopt telecommuting as a work form. 
Contrasting what Mr. Clarence Chan said above, Mr. Michael Chan suggests 
that "trust depends on quality communication as quality communication is 
what helps in developing trust. When I say quality,丨 mean that each party can 
assess the meaning and intent of the other parties from (non-verbal) 
communication. How can you communicate the unsaid effectively without 
physical presence? One may not even be able to figure out whether the 
counter parties accurately received the message 一 let alone understand." 
As for working in groups he indicated, "at our workplace, most tasks 
are accomplished on the basis of team efforts. An individual can hardly 
complete a project-based task without the knowledge and efforts put forth by 
“ the specialized engineers. Thus, building and sustaining team spirit is 
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important in our department." He elaborated, "not only will this compromise 
team spirit but also bring about additional stress induced by working from 
home. As far as 丨 know，my team members stay in apartments that do not 
have the luxury of a study room. In fact, compact-sized flats are usually taken 
up by the ranks below the managerial level.丨 can foresee that most 
employees, as telecommuters, will face conflicts over the use of residential 
space, given their need to share it with other family members. They may then 
encounter significant problems in integrating work with the other household 
responsibilities 一 resulting in declining productivity and increased stress 
levels." 
The Operations Manager of Nortel, Mr. Paul Wong, also puts forth his 
doubts about the effectiveness of telecommuting. He said, "the selection 
procedure in itself is a problem. It is hard to decide who will be the right 
candidates for the program. And do you think that telecommuting will be fair to 
those not telecommuting? While some of our co-workers are away, other 
employees have to answer their phone calls and attend to their visitors -
which increases their burden. With telecommuting in place, there will be 
tensions among the telecommuters and the non-telecommuters. This will not 
only adversely affect the office atmosphere but also reduce the overall 
efficiency and productivity - just the reverse of what telecommuting is 




Before proceeding further in examining the employees' attitudes, we 
shall put into perspective what their managers have expressed. When it 
comes to job duties that are not team-based, but rather more independent, 
telecommuting is commended. This is ideal when a manager at a supervisory 
level 3t an MNC has to travel back-and-forth, to and from headquarters and 
subsidiaries. 
At the other extreme, employees in the relatively junior positions tend 
to accomplish tasks in teams. It is crucial that they are around in-person so 
that when issues arise, they can be looked into instantly. Hence, supervisors 
tend not to be comfortable in having to liase and coordinate with staff working 
at remote premises. And to do so, immense trust is needed between both the 
parties. This takes time to establish and more importantly can only be 
established when individuals work together in the confines of a single 
environment, at least for a decent period of time. 
What further impedes the adoption of telecommuting is the scale of 
operations. As corporate subsidiaries of major MNCs, the number of 
employees is fairly limited from which only a handful of job duties are suited to 
telecommuting. Having to develop, implement and monitor procedures for 
such a number of telecommuters is not as economical. 
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The Employees' Perspective 
Given the "departmentalized" nature of operations, different job 
functions portray different levels of propensity to telecommute. 
Analysis by Job Functions 
Singtel's Clarence Chan brought up the issue that telecommuting is not 
for everyone, and that only certain occupations suit its features. Below we 
explore what employees from different departments think of telecommuting. 
(i) Finance 
Again, to quote Mr. Clarence Chan, as the team manager in the 
Finance and Administrative Division at Singtel, "I am leading a team in the 
finance department where most of the low-level and routine jobs like data 
input for our electronic billing system can be done from home, or any remote 
location for that matter. This is how it works. Employees input data and then 
conduct the automated processes in the computer system. As an employee, 
you do not need to be in the office as long as you can input the data to the 
computing system, and as manager, you can get hold of the output from the 
computing system no matter you are yourself.“ 
But one of his subordinates thinks otherwise, "Telecommute and me? 
No, thank you. I know that my job is rather simple and highly automated. But I 
‘ need to think of my career path. For that, I'd rather be visible within the 
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premises. Besides as I get promoted to the middle management, I'll need the 
inputs from below and above. That would be when my physical presence 
would definitely count. I better not spoil my habits at this stage." 
(ii) Sales and Marketing 
Within this department, telecommuting is far more pronounced 一 as at 
IBM Corporation. Here, Mr. Henry Fu, the Sales Specialist explains, "at IBM, 
none of the sales specialists have their own desks. Instead IBM equips each 
of us with a notebook. Before visiting clients, we simply check our e-mails to 
get the latest updates on price changes, contract details and the like. And 
then after visiting the clients, we input all the necessary data and upload it to 
IBM's main server via the Internet. This really speeds up the interaction 
between us and the office." This is indeed beneficial as Mr. Fu pinpoints that, 
"telecommuting gives me more autonomy and control over my work. I can 
manage a flexible schedule in setting up appointments. Whenever they need 
me, I will be there for them without the burden of having to stay at the office... 
but the most important point is that my company evaluates my performance 
on the basis of the sales numbers, that is, the results, no matter how I achieve 
them. This way I don't have to worry about my seniors ignoring me either." 
Along similar lines of argument, a Marketing Specialist, who wishes to 
remain anonymous stated, "I think telecommuting is an attractive option for 
‘ me, since I do not need a space bigger than a study desk. What I need is only 
4 
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a lap top computer. Saving the commuting time everyday, and with a more 
flexible schedule, I can be much more productive. Being a programmer as 
well, I need an environment that allows me to concentrate. I am living with my 
parents, but most of the time they are in China, running the family business. 
Besides, I live far from my office. It takes me more than one hour to go to the 
office which makes it a total of two-and-a-half to three hours everyday. I feel 
that I am wasting my time travelling in the crowded buses and trains 
everyday... and no, I will not miss chatting with my colleagues if 丨 go back to 
the office once in a while …丨 have enough talking to do over the phone - with 
suppliers and clients." 
(iii) Operations 
Mr. Ernest Tai, a Systems Specialist at Nortel is in support of 
telecommuting and proclaimed, "my body cycle is slightly, if not very, different 
from the normal working hours. My efficiency is at peak after daylight, more so 
after midnight. Therefore 丨 took up the option to telecommute. I no longer 
have to struggle with the daily nine-to-six routine. Thank God, I have to work 
on independent project-oriented tasks, which does not need a lot of 
interaction with colleagues. When 丨 do return to the office, say, about three to 
four afternoons a week, it will be for meetings. Frankly though, they are a 
waste of time. Whereas working at home on my own eliminates such 
inefficient routines, not to mention the avoid unnecessary and unwanted 
< 
interruptions from fellow colleagues." 
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At the other extreme we have Mr. Fu Chi Pang, an Operations Executive 
of AT&T commented, "I am relatively new to my company, thus, I prefer to 
spend more time in the office which will help me in understanding the 
corporate culture better. Furthermore, I may lose the opportunity in getting to 
know my peers and in turn, failing to establish a reputation for myself. I 
personally believe if telecommuting is to be introduced, it has to be initiated 
from the top and it has to be for the employees who are already settled in. 
This will both garner support and boost confidence." 
(iv) The Administration & Human Resource Department 
"As a secretary, I need to arrange different kinds of meeting, and liase 
the different staff levels, and work on inter-departmental documentation. If 
most of the staff is out of the office, it will definitely lengthen the whole 
process of coordination. Now I can go to their desks and ask for the needed 
data, but with telecommuting in place what 丨 will have to do would be to wait 
for their reply via e-mail or fax. Some individuals may reply right away, but 
others upto a few days later," said Miss Sukie Chan, a Secretary at the 
Administration Department of the New World Telecom. "By the same token, I 
cannot telecommute. Paperwork and processing dictated documents calls for 
staying in at office all day, every day." 
Miss Wendy Tze, an Administrator at the Human Resources 
‘， Department (at a local Internet Service Provider whose name she wishes not 
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to disclose) echoed the same thoughts, "I have to deal with a lot of 
confidential information which is not meant to be removed from the office. This 
makes me and my other colleagues unable to telecommute, even if we want 
to." 
Discussion 
Consolidating what fellow employees have to say, we realize that team 
work is prevalent 一 although at different degrees in different departments. 
Where paperwork and coordination are called for, as in administration and 
human resources, physical presence is a must. Individuals here can be called 
upon from almost anyone in the office anytime, given their relatively central 
position in the corporation. At the other extreme, where the job nature calls for 
employee independence, as in Sales, employees are usually on the move. 
They are then apt to telecommute. They can even match their schedules with 
those of their clients and can work outside office hours as deemed 
appropriate. 
Between the two extremes though, we have individuals working in 
other departments. As in finance, while the relatively lower ranks that take up 
mundane accounting-related tasks are suitable for telecommuting, those at 
the middle-level are not as they are the "glue" that links those below and 
above them. While they pass down instructions to the former, they are 
‘ accountable to the latter. Playing the middleman is not going to be practical if 
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one has to constantly give-and-take instructions to-and-from various 
individuals. This impracticality would be further exacerbated if others are 
telecommuting as getting hold of them in real-time would not be possible. The 
same can be implied for the individuals in marketing who are the "glue" 
between the outside parties - suppliers and clients - and the inside parties 一 
sales and finance. 
But then again personal preferences do override the different 
functionalities. Those of notable concern are the appropriability of the home 
environment, the suitability of the workplace in being conducive to work, the 
sense of job security, and the time or mode needed to travel. If the home is 
too distracting, the workplace is full of interruptions, insecure promotional 
prospects prevail and/or time/ mode in commuting to-and-from work is lengthy 
and exhausting, an individual's propensity to telecommute increases and vice 
versa. 
The Other Two Voices: Men and Women 
The gender of an individual is significant in deciding on the need to 
telecommute or not. This is as the place of work is not normally regarded as 
gender-neutral. According to the prevailing stereotype, going out to work is 
experienced as a "masculine" activity, while staying at home is seen as 
"feminine". Time-and-time again, it has been suggested that telecommuting is 
a more attractive option to women than men. Since working women still 
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undertake a disproportionate share of domestic responsibilities, the promise 
of telecommuting offers flexibility to take care of other family members such 
as children or aged parents. 
Like the other countries in this region, Hong Kong is influenced greatly 
by the Chinese culture. In a Chinese society, women usually stay home to 
perform the domestic responsibilities and take care of children and elders. 
However, as more females pursue higher levels of education, the number of 
working women is on the rise. In 1995’ female working labor produced 42% of 
total GNP of Hong Kong^ ®. Let's listen to what the Hong Kong female 
professionals say. 
Ms. Rachel Kwok, the Finance Manager at City Telecom, stated "I 
enjoy working and I enjoy working in the office. As far as the short term is 
concerned,丨 will not consider telecommuting. This is mainly because it will be 
unfair to me as a female working woman. You see, females are still in a 
weaker and unfavorable position compared to their male counterparts in the 
office. We have to work harder in order to attain the same recognition (like 
them). If I have to fight so hard while I am in the workplace, I dare not to think 
as to what will happen when I move out of sight and work at home. I 
personally think that women will suffer from the anonymity of telecommuting 
...they could be forgotten during times of critical decisions or promotions." 
28 Lethbridge, David G. The Business Environment in Hong Kong. Hong Kong: Oxford 
University Press, 1995. 
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When asked about telecommuting once she raised a family she 
evaluated, "it has taken me years in educating myself and building my career. 
I would not want to water down such an investment when I have household 
responsibilities. I wouldn't mind having my mom baby-sitting, or I may simply 
hire a domestic helper." 
To get a male's perspective, Mr. Clarence Chan from Singtel 
commented, "Whether one telecommutes or not, should depend on the job 
function. Being a male or female should not matter 一 they are both at an equal 
footing when it comes to getting work done. But if a female counterpart is 
comfortable in telecommuting, she can go ahead by all means." 
Placing him in a scenario in which his wife-to-be could telecommute, he 
thought and said, "Why not? Who can be a better homemaker than the lady of 
the house? If she can cope with it, fine. If not, fine too. We can hire a full-time 
helper and my wife can catch up in the evenings and the weekends. I wouldn't 
want her career to suffer at any cost. After all, living in Hong Kong is 
expensive and with kids... it's not a one-man show." 
Discussion 
The above discussions portray that women in Hong Kong are career-
oriented. They wouldn't want to lose the position and reputation they have 
built for themselves. It is plausible they fear losing their accomplishments 
once they are out-of-sight, as it often happens when they take time off for 
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maternity and child-care. Men, too, understand the importance of a career to 
their significant ones, perhaps to have a helping hand in bringing in income. 
This is as a working spouse can contribute to sharing household expenses, 
given the relatively high living expenses in Hong Kong. 
Synopsis 
The results of our survey show that managers are somewhat sceptical 
in the implementation of telecommuting. For MNCs, subsidiaries, their scale of 
operations are not sizable enough to make telecommuting economical. Even 
if this is not the case, other managers claim telecommuting an impractical 
option given the need to select employees, manage them and then ensure the 
efficient operations of the firm as a whole. 
While their attitudes are significantly more negative than those of 
employees, it should be noted that the attitude of employees is largely 
affected by their functional roles. Whether they are coordinating tasks, 
involved in paperwork, or building a client base - all affect their propensity to 
telecommute. And to an extent, their personal preferences determine their 
willingness to telecommute as well. 
As for working women, telecommuting seems not to be an attractive 
option. In such established hi-tech firms promotion entails climbing up the 
hierarchical ladder. Competition is therefore keen and females would rather 
39 
be "visible" so as to rise up career-wise. Men understand and respect this as 





Compared to the established hi-tech corporations, Internet Startups 
have a shorter history. They have been emerging in Hong Kong over the past 
three years but activity has only been rapid in the past eight to ten months. In 
general, they are of a smaller scale in terms of operations and number of 
employees. In fact, the people who work here tend to be young, mobile and 
well-educated in their specialized fields 一 be it computer engineering, 
business consulting or even investment banking - all brought together to 
pursue the goal of internet business development. Organizational hierarchy 
and job distinctions tend to be minimal, giving rise to a flat work environment. 
Although it is common to find employees with different titles as per their 
specialty, the role they play is not really clear cut. No matter what their 
functional role is, many a time, the personnel, particularly those with 
experience, work across different departments - to develop and pursue the 
‘ operational strategies. Such an environment of all-roundedness calls for 
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greater levels of interaction between the employees, managers and the 
founders. Findings are based on interviews with individuals at Pacific Century 
Cyberworks, Pacific Supernet, montimedia.com, adshouse.com, 
asiaxpat.com, fintel.com, wizoffice.com and skyonet.com. 
The Two Voices: Managers and Employees 
Given the relatively flat hierarchical structure but wide lateral 
communications, the distance between managers and employees tends to be 
small. As a matter of fact, one manager may be supervising a team of people 
with different specialisations. Like at wizoffice.com, the Country Manager for 
Hong Kong, Mr. David Chen, an ex-banker, is involved in overseeing all 
employees, right from the web designers to the merchandisers. For other 
startups though, it becomes difficult to distinguish the managers from the 
employees, as their roles are so much enmeshed. Thus, for the sake of 
analysis, we have taken the managers to be the founders for a number of 
startups. 
The Managers' Perspective 
The general impression we got from the managers at startups was that 
telecommuting is a promising phenomenon but it is still too early to implement 
it. This was generally because they have just begun operations and do not 
know their employees enough to leave them on their own. 
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Positive Attitude 
The Business Development Manager of wizoffice.com, Mr. Albert Yau, 
pointed out that telecommuting is definitely a thing of the future. In specific 
terms, he said, "wizoffice.com is relatively young in Hong Kong. It is at its 
beginning stage. We are just getting to know each other at work ... but I 
believe when our company matures and expands, we could start to implement 
telecommuting. The flat structure makes it easier for managers to manage 
their employees even when they are telecommuting. I would not worry about 
monitoring them as long as they can present me with the expected results. 
Monitoring is not the best way to lead a team. Even if they come to work 
everyday, one is not 100 percent certain as to what they are doing. Most of 
our employees are young, well-educated, flexible and open-minded with a 
strong desire to succeed. They are self-motivated, self-disciplined and are 
able to work independently and these characteristics make them the best 
candidates to telecommute effectively." 
This goes without saying that Mr. Yau would still be managing his 
employees, albeit differently: "my personal opinion is that the most vital 
attribute of a manager is leadership not authoritarianism. This leadership can 
be practiced very well at a distance as well as up close. And tele-
management is what I will have to learn, if it proves to be good for 
productivity. It is challenging, but essential." 
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Mr. Tom Hung, the Chief Technical Officer at montimedia.com, also 
supports telecommuting: "working in the Internet environment, our tasks are 
usually project-oriented and based on the support of other team members. 
However, this does not necessarily mean all members have to work together 
at one location. In fact, even now, some of our members do programming 
from home 一 after office hours though. And we coordinate a lot through the 
Internet. Looking into the future, we plan to employ low-level programmers but 
we do not have the space at the office. Moving out is out of the question as 
rents are high and our budgets are low. We will definitely consider 
telecommuting then." 
When asked on being able to find such employees, he claimed that it 
should not be a problem as computer programmers are not (usually) the 
social types and "as they need a quiet environment to focus, it would be best 
if they head out ... our 300 square feet office is usually noisy with clients and 
other visitors stepping in on and off ... of course, the equipment needed will 
be at the company's expense 一 even ISP charges and the like." 
Negative Attitude 
Ideal as it may sound, most managers at startups are skeptical though. 
Mr. Nixon Chan, the Technical Supervisor at montimedia.com argued, 
"theoretically, telecommuting is acceptable, but there are obstacles to 
‘ overcome before we adopt it. First of all, not only are we new to the business 
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environment ourselves, but so will be the new employees. It takes time to 
build team spirit and to be familiar with the company culture, not to mention 
establishing rapport. Team members need to understand each other more -
so that they can communicate well to minimize the misunderstandings when 
they telecommute ... having an employee telecommute hinders the 
development of trust amongst other employees as well. This, in turn, could 
adversely affect the morale of the non-telecommuters. Since turnover in our 
industry is already high,丨 would not like to see our company performance 
decline because of the people factor. A second thing that bothers me is the 
employees' performance. Of course, we are result-oriented. As long as you 
can finish in time, then life is good. But as a supervisor, I would have a hard 
time in distinguishing an efficient programmer from an inefficient one. Such 
criteria are essential in evaluating job performance. This becomes all the 
more important when it comes to the allocation of stock options in the near 
future. Last but not least, our four-member team now largely consists of 
technical backgrounds. We do not have the expertise nor the resources to sit 
down and plan a telecommuting program. This would be unnecessary 
paperwork. True we do not have the space in the office either, but there is a 
tradeoff. If 丨 had to make a decision, I would rather have employees 
telecommute one to two days a week. There are so many things happening in 
our industry and it is essential to have all employees around. If you miss a 
day's work,,you will not know what is happening. No one is going to sit down 
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to e-mail you of all the developments. It will be a waste of time. As far as the 
three founders are concerned, we have better things to do." 
These sentiments are echoed by Mr Paul Luciw，the founder of 
asiaxpat.com. What is interesting is that his technical team is based in his 
home country, Canada; and his sales team is here in Hong Kong，which only 
consists of four other individuals. Being a relatively new venture of six months, 
telecommuting is not an option he would adopt. The close cooperation that 
entails in at asiaxpat.com is crucial given the relative urgency of matters that 
come up. He prefers his team members helping each other whenever the 
need. He explains, "relying on voice mails and electronic mails wastes time 
and puts work in-pending. This is not the nature of a dot com." When asked if 
he would consider telecommuting himself, he claimed he had adopted it 
already. "On average, I work up to 12 hours a day, out of which a couple at 
home." 
Even Mr. Garry Ho, the founder of adshouse.com claims that fax, e-
mails and phones aren't enough to generate the family-like feeling that has 
sustained at his office 一 despite being four months old. "For such a closeness, 
more interactive technologies like videoconferencing would be apt," he 
exclaimed. Of course, in today's world this is not an economical means. We 




Upon hearing what the founders/ managers have to say on the 
feasibility of telecommuting, it can be generally established that the time is not 
ripe as yet. First of all, like the world "startup" suggests, their operations have 
just started. Most, if not all, employees have been around for a few months, if 
not less. So while the supervisors get to know them, they get to know the 
supervisors and the business operations. 
This brings us to the second point, which is that business operations in 
the world of the internet is dynamic and still evolving. This implies an indefinite 
definition of one's work duties. Hence, if one is even allowed to telecommute, 
what will s/he do? Input and ideas from fellow colleagues is essential to plan 
for business development 一 for which being around in-person is crucial. A 
passable exception can be software coding. Employees here can be simply 
given instructions as to how the web page should be and they can program at 
home. 
Besides a typical startup employs a handful of individuals. The 
employees are absorbed with activities that can put into place their business 
at the earliest possible. Having to unnecessarily handle the administration that 
comes along with the implementation of telecommuting would be inefficient, 
as is the case with the local subsidiaiies of the MNCs. True there are 
concerns about paying the expensive office rents, and if this is indeed a prime 
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concern, the firm should weigh the pros and cons in relation to its corporate 
culture on a case-by-case basis. 
As far as the founders/ managers are concerned, they tend to provide 
the strategic leadership and are the key decision-makers. They know what 
and what not to do in terms of relationship-building and establishing the 
business. They may have received fundings and are accountable to the 
venture capitalists and/ or angels. If they haven't received any fundings, they 
are probably in the midst of developing a business plan to do so. Hence, for 
them working hours don't matter, as the venture becomes their very own 
personal baby. Therefore, they are more in the position to telecommute. 
Looking into the future though, when rapport has been established and 
the work environment has been stabilized, telecommuting could be 
considered as an option for employees as well. 
The Employees' Perspective 
Positive Attitude 
Mr. Kelvin Yu, a financial specialist at skyonet.com (soon to be 
iloveyou1314.com), has employed telecommuting all along in the 
establishment of his site. His startup does not have a base to operate from. 
When colleagues meet, it is usually in a cafe. Communication takes place on 
the phone or e-mail. Since everything was running so smoothly, there was no 
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need for an office. "But now that the business is up and running, it is time to 
rent some space. We can't keep talking about our affairs in the public, and 
we need to have an office establish credibility with to our clients," he exclaims. 
The computer professionals, on the other hand, see telecommuting as 
a positive mechanism to boost their productivity. Says Mr. Dicky Choi, a 
Systems Analyst at Pacific Century Cyberworks, "I will be more productive 
because there I will have no colleagues to neither interrupt or disturb me. 
Besides, all my family members go to work.丨 shall be the only one at home 
during the day. This will allow me to concentrate more at home. And the 
working environment is so much more comfortable. Also, the thought of 
saving three hours of daily travel is a panacea. Think of how much more I can 
get done." But he claims that making home as a permanent base is not 
plausible. "Demos can't be done via our existing telecommunication facilities. 
They are either too expensive or too slow. So I think if you want to 
telecommute, two to three days should suffice." The other days can be used 
as a means to invest in relationships and the like. "But personally, once you 
work with certain individuals, you can immediately recognize their character. 




Employees at the startups generally do not share the concerns voiced 
by their managers. Out of eight employees we talked to, only two cited team 
work and dedication to the firm as reasons not to telecommute. 
Ms. Connie So, the Purchaser at wizoffice.com indicated that working 
at the office allowed her to be more productive than working at home. "I learn 
more at the office as there are more people to consult. Besides, most of the 
references, like directories, are in the office and cannot be brought home. 
Either they are big and heavy, or shared with others ... but still the overarching 
feature is the ability to share knowledge with my colleagues - it is part of the 
learning process in such an upcoming field of Internet business." 
Even of stronger opinion was Mr. Wilson Mak, one of the three Web 
Application Developers at wizoffice.com. Being a programming specialist, he 
says the input put forth by his team members is crucial. "When working on 
projects, each individual on his own cannot spot bugs, but when we work as a 
team, we get more objective feedback. Having a member away at home may 
imply s/he is not available when needed. This will not match the time of those 
of us working at regular hours." 
Besides, inter-departmental concerns overwhelm the need for 
immediate discussions and decisions. "Once the sales managers return from 
‘ their meetings with potential clients, they call upon us immediately to express 
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their needs. Imagine when we are not in the office, how inefficient will our 
operations be." 
The other respondents considered factors as per their personal 
convenience that lessened their willingness to telecommute. Some of the 
factors identified were: 
(i) Inappropriate home environment 
To Hong Kong people, the unsuitability of the home could be the most 
possible burden for telecommuting, not only because the household space is 
small but also they have to share the living space with other family members. 
"I live with my family - my younger brother is a college student and my mother 
is a housewife. Thus, most of the time, there will be someone at home.丨 can 
expect there will be some interruptions from my family," says Ms. Donna 
Chan, the Marketing Executive of wizoffice.com. 
Ms. Connie So, the Purchaser, adds, "My home is simply too small to 
set up a permanent office environment. If I want to work at home,丨 would 
have to place my computer and printer on my dining table 一 and then there 
will be papers and files. Setting up the table and then removing them twice or 
thrice a day will not only be inconvenient but also time-consuming. It may 




Donna continued, "Even if my home atmosphere allows it, I would not 
like to mix my private life with my job. I will feel my privacy being invaded 
Employers shouldn't interfere with employees' home lives. I prefer more 
privacy at home." 
(ii) The need to socialize 
Ms. Tinny Liu, a Marketing Specialist at Pacific Supernet commended 
that "I enjoy working in the office, because I can meet" people and I like to 
interact with them. Working at home would bore me." This goes in line with an 
auditor, who wishes not to be named. She says, "working with numbers day-in 
and day-out is not very exciting. Talking to my co-workers is as social as it 
gets. In fact, I look forward to lunch and tea breaks. If I stay home, I'll go 
crazy." 
Discussion 
Telecommuting is perceived in a positive light by individuals whose 
business ideas are still in-the-make. However, once it is the time to put the 
business into operation, an office space become crucial so as to have a 
central base to work from. 
By and large, functionality does not play a big role in determining 
attitudes towards telecommuting in startups, given the all-rounded nature of 
, the employees. Yet hardcore computer-oriented individuals seem to be an 
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exception. While they do prefer in working from home so as to remain focused 
in coding, they also seek to be involved in the developments that take place at 
the office. They, therefore, favor telecommuting on a part-time basis. 
Employees also echoed the thoughts put forth by their supervisors. 
These were in the realm of a closely-knit environment where instant actions, 
mutual learning and group-based decisions are the norms. But in general, 
employees tended to consider personal factors more than the good for the 
corporation as a whole. As discussed in Chapter III, these included a home 
environment not conducive to work, and closely related is the need to interact 
with people. At home, one either has no one to talk to or has the same old 
family members, which can get boring. Hence we see the preferred decision 
to travel to the workplace. 
The Other Two Voices: Men and Women 
From what we noticed, the females working at startups were mostly 
young, with a degree and nominal, if any, household responsibilities. 
Seemingly this contrasts the typical stereotype of females wanting to work at 
home. 
Yet from Mr. Albert Yau's point of view, "female employees have a 
greater need to telecommute because of their obligation towards their children 
‘ and/ or their parents. Thus, if and when our company starts a telecommuting 
program, I expect more females than males to volunteer..." 
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Let's see if the female members agree with him. Ms. Catherine Chan, 
the Administrative Executive at montimedia.com has a two year-old baby girl 
and she says "of course, I would like spend more time with my baby. 
However, my career is important to me too. Working at home and knowing the 
baby is around will be distracting and I will lose focus ... I have hired a 
domestic helper and she is trustworthy -1 can rely on her to take care of my 
baby during the day.丨 can come back to my baby after office hours •••丨 will 
telecommute if I find it more productive or more efficient, but at this moment I 
still prefer to work in the office because my company has just started." 
Ms. Patience Lee, one of the Business Development Managers at 
fintel.com has a slightly different point of view. She strongly advocates the 
need to establish rapport given the unfamiliarity of the business environment 
at a startup. Yet the long working hours are straining her. She is busy 
networking and building a customer base during the day. By the time she 
goes back to the office to finish her chores, it can get as late as nine or ten 
p.m. If given an option to work from home after official work hours, she will 
strongly consider it. 
Discussion 
Like the females seeking a career at established corporations, the 
females at the startups are just as career-minded, if not more. A feature that 
‘ probably puts Hong Kong mothers at ease is the ability to hire domestic 
r 
54 
helpers. But at the end of the day, the females would like to go home after 
office hours. Perhaps this is where the difference between men and women 
lies. While the former have relatively less concerns in staying out till late, the 
latter would rather be home at a decent hour to prepare a family meal in the 
evenings. 
Svnposis 
Given the nature of an Internet startup, the founder-cum-managers 
consider the venture as their own brainchild. They would like to feed it with the 
expertise of its employees to nourish it. To cultivate the family-like 
atmosphere, each and every co-worker has to be present at the workplace for 
teamwork. Even if the founder-cum-manager is a female, she would not like to 
work-at-home since one has to be on site to be in the middle of all the action. 
As for the employees, they too, want to sustain this family-like feeling 
by being around at the workplace. Even if they consider they would be more 
productive at home, they would still prefer to show up at work two or three 
days a week for team input. Yet there are other employees who simply 
consider their posting as a job. They simply do not want to telecommute for 
factors other than the nature of a startup, like being uncomfortable in the 





Unlike the MNCs and startups, individuals who are self-employed are 
responsible to no one else but to themselves. They tend to be the owners and 
the employees themselves - doing everything from menial tasks to formulating 
corporate strategies. We interviewed two such individuals who operated from 
their homes. Below are some excerpts and observations. 
A Commercial Software Consultant 
One such individual, who wishes not to be named, quit his job at an 
international establishment when he was 25. Now 27, he earns thrice of what 
he earned then, simply by working on his own. As a software specialist, he 
largely consults commercial corporations, both big and small on their 
networking and user interface operations. He explains, "all I do is visit clients, 
examine their systems for which I need to spend a fair amount of time at their 
office. When I go home, I do all the paperwork, like proposals and progress 
reports. Hence, my equipment requirements are the bare minimum - a laptop 
< 
and a hand phone." This implies that he does not require a full-scale office at 
r 
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home. All his papers are stored in his laptop and a few files. In fact, he 
operates from his very own bedroom. This ensures that he is not disturbed 
and that his family members are not disturbed either. 
Yet by living with his parents, his elder brother, his wife and their five-
year-old child, he claims that the home atmosphere is not perfectly conducive 
to work. Family visitors and social gatherings are obvious distractions. But this 
does not really bother him. "I tend to do what I have to do after midnight. 
That's the time when I am fresh and up to it. Having spent the evening with 
my family, I am content and all set to work thereafter. I come home drained 
anyway and would not like to face the computer immediately. I take a break 
and get to work in the right mindset." But this means he stays up till at least 
two a.m. "That's fine as I do not schedule any of my appointments until eleven 
a.m. That simply gives my clients the impression I am busy. It works both 
ways." 
Given the chance to talk with his family members on having a working 
person at home, we got some positive reactions. Said his sister-in-law, "as 
long as he is content with what he does, we are fine, even if it involves efforts 
on our part. We try to keep the noise level down and avoid going to his room 
until necessary. This was what we did when he was working on his degree. 
So we are used to it. In fact, we have a spare room now and plan to convert it 
‘. into an office.- He can then have his clients visit him privately. Now they are 
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made to sit in the living room when the rest of us are forced stay in other 
rooms. ” 
When questioned on his reasons to leave a job that offered him a 
promising career opportunity, he explained, "so much time was wasted in 
meetings. Yes, I say, wasted. There would be three-hour long meetings 
simply to come up with a title for a certain project. Not only were such 
meetings taking up productive time but also mentally exhausting. This was not 
really necessary and I suggested that we exchange e-mails with our thoughts, 
after which we could have a shorter meeting. This made things worse as not 
did we have unnecessary e-mails in our mailboxes but also meetings began 
to run longer. I had had enough and decided to quit.丨 did not invest in my 
education just to waste time in such meetings." Although he did consider 
taking up similar positions at other reputed corporations, he could foresee that 
teamwork was involved. With knowledge-work like his, people don't really 
need to be physically together all the time. What is important is having ways 
of sharing meaningful information, but oftentimes what passes as teamwork is 
really a series of extremely annoying and disruptive interruptions. Hence, his 
decision to work from home, given the uncertain prospects of his business. 
But it must be noted that his affiliations with his ex-company assisted him in 
making the needed business contacts. 
, In terms of the future, he plans to set up a one-person office at home. 
Moving out would not make sense because he does not need the space and 
58 
rigid office hours are not for him. In fact, he claims that his energy level does 
not peak till late mornings. 
Technical Director at lnstruX.com.hk 
Similar thoughts are echoed by Mr. Micky Lo, the Technical Director at 
InstruX Consulting Company (www. instrux.com.hk). Upon graduation from an 
MBA program in 1999, he set up his own business - that involves the 
implementation of sophisticated technologies at corporations, both big and 
small - from his very room. One reason to do so was his scepticism in finding 
the appropriate placement for himself upon graduation. Another reason was 
that he treasured his ability to work independently. Like other self-employed 
entrepreneurs, Mr. Lo chose autonomy over security in his work life. And his 
home was the logical place to start because of the cost considerations, more 
so in the initial phase, where risk is high. 
His experience in telecommuting from home has proven to be 
worthwhile. Being on his own, no one bothers him. His work that calls for 
concentration is done more productively - "on average I have achieved 50% 
efficiency, ” he maintains. Yet he has to exercise self-discipline. He forces 
himself to wake up at nine a.m., no matter how late he was up, which is 
usually not earlier than midnight. This is as clients begin ringing him as soon 
as office hours commence. Once when he was still in bed and heard the 
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phone ring, he decided not to answer it. He would rather have his clients think 
that he is not at work yet than hear a sleepy voice. 
Mr. Lo considers home-based telecommuting fine as long as one deals 
with software. But when it comes to hardware, machines and other 
equipments，they are needed so as to run the developed software for trials. 
Space at home is limited and this is why after a year of operating at home, Mr. 
Lo has rented a small office space, of less than 200 square feet, in Kwun 
Tong, which gives him the space for the necessary hardware items. 
Although the most frequently cited disadvantage is the lack of 
interaction with co-workers, it does not apply to Mr. Lo. This fits in the 
stereotypical image of computer professionals in that they are solitary types, 
preferring their terminals to people and thus ideally suited to working in the 
solitude of their homes. However, Mr. Lo cannot completely ignore the need 
to co-operate with others. When things need to be done, he subcontracts 
various tasks to specialists, as in software installation, for example. 
As a matter of fact, Mr. Lo would have leaped at the opportunity to 
telecommute while he worked at National Instruments three years ago. Given 
the independent nature of his placement as the Application Engineer, it would 
have been possible. Not only would it have saved him the commute to Shatin 
from his home in To Kwa Wan, but also enhanced his productivity. The only 
‘ reason he would go back to his office would be for the occasional meetings 
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where employees updated one another but more importantly, for the hardware 
needs. Once again, the contacts he made at this placement are proving to be 
handy in his entrepreneurial ventures. 
Undoubtedly, the flexibility he has in terms of time management is also 
a plus. He has the freedom to work on holidays and can choose to travel 
during work days. As for the future, Mr. Lo will continue operating from his 
office but will try to make it home in time for dinner when he is married. 
Synopsis 
While computer and communications technology may facilitate work at 
home, it is not a major driving force behind the movement of self-employment. 
The above cases illustrate that where there is a shortage of skilled 
employees, as in the programming profession, being an independent 
contractor can be relatively lucrative. Thus, it is probably for this reason, as 
much as the technology itself, that many programmers work at home as 
independent contractors/ consultants using computers. 
Yet, apart from their valuable expertise, there are other factors that 
influence the success of self-employment. First, it is having the contacts. Both 
the individuals in the above-mentioned case studies had established a client 
network via previous employment at reputable concerns. 
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And second is the family support and cooperation in allowing home 
premises for commercial use. Knowing when and not to be disturbed is of 
utmost importance. And then there is space. As long as such individuals have 
a room to work from, this is all they need. 
Last but not least, the individual as an entrepreneur has to be 
independent in nature, not to mention, a risk-taker as well. By giving up 
prosperous careers at reputable firms to work from the premises of their 
homes is indeed a drastic change where not only do they start from scratch 




As Hong Kong has limited resources, its manpower is its main valuable 
resource and any way of increasing and enhancing its precious labour pool is 
most welcome. And telecommuting could be one such way. Having studied 
and attained an understanding of what motivates individuals to adopt 
telecommuting and what constraints prevent them from doing so, this study 
offers insight into who is likely to telecommute under what circumstances. 
Thus we bring out certain prevailing themes from Chapters III, IV and V for 
discussion. 
Type of Organisation 
Larger companies and multi-site companies are more likely to use 
boundaryless work practices, as in telecommuting, than smaller companies 
and single-site startup ventures. This is usually because the functions and 
roles of employees at the former are distinct and well-defined. Their functional 
managers are supervise them and know best how to get their team productive 
‘ which could be by way of telecommuting. And apparently the functions best-
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suited to telecommuting are those that are relatively independent in nature, as 
in Sales and Software Engineering. 
On the other hand startup ventures have just launched themselves. 
Co-workers generally do not know one another enough to establish rapport. 
And then there is the consideration for teamwork. Business development at 
startups is a team effort. Individuals with their own expertise put forth their 
knowledge so as to learn from one another. The dynamics involved do not call 
for telecommuting as an option, at least not yet. 
The Notion of Teamwork 
One of the most central concerns about telecommuting is that 
teamwork will suffer. The notion of teamwork, or group productivity, is gaining 
prominence as companies like startups deal with ever more complex business 
environments. But to assess the impact of telecommuting on teamwork, it is 
important to step back and review the process. Most teams go through a 
regular series of interaction cycles as they pursue their goals. First is the team 
startup period. Here, it is usually necessary for the team members to get 
together physically as they define the team goals, allocate responsibilities, 
and assign individual tasks and objectives. The need for face-to-face 
interaction comes from the fuzziness of definition of the tasks at first. This is 
line with what Professor Chua Bee Leng at The Chinese University of Hong 
< 
Kong put forth, "... at the end of the day, face-to-face communication will 
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clinch the deal and something about a human presence is more powerful than 
an e-mail message. I would imagine that at a startup stage, people have to 
be physically together to brainstorm and solve problems. That bonding is best 
done that way than electronically^®." It's possible that some form of electronic 
conferencing can work even in these situations, but the usual approach is to 
suspend telecommuting then. 
Once the assignments have been made, however, the key productivity 
enhancer usually is solo work, which can be done better by telecommuting, 
especially in the functions that require focused concentration. Further team 
meetings may be necessary to review progress at milestones or to revise 
objectives though. This entails the adoption of telecommuting, but only on a 
part-time basis. 
Yet the importance of formal and informal interaction can't be 
overlooked. Even if the telecommuter is involved in "one person" tasks or 
autonomous projects, the absence of frequent feedback from supervisors and 
associates can cause misdirection, unnecessary errors, or even duplication of 
work. 
As most managers and employees would also attest, the opportunity to 
casually talk with the person at the next desk or have a conversation with co-
workers at lunch has frequently generated solutions to problems or the 
€ 
29 Quoted from her E-Mail Message to the authors on 13 April 2000. 
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discovery that the problems have been solved. With telecommuting, this 
useful but unpredictable source of ideas and solutions is almost entirely 
eliminated. 
Relationship Between Managers and Employees 
Again be it an established firm or a startup, many managers are 
uncomfortable being held accountable for the performance of employees they 
seldom see doing their jobs. Thus, for telecommuting to be employed 
successfully, fundamental changes must take place in organizational 
structure, the relationships between companies and their workers, and the 
broader outlook of organizations. Both companies and workers must learn to 
trust each other and accept a lessening of hierarchical control. Supervisors 
must be willing to accept that employees are indeed working productively 
while they are out of the direct eye of the overseer; employees must trust the 
firm to look out for their best interests while they are physically absent from 
the central workplace. These changes require, at the minimum, an attitudinal 
alteration, they may also entail changes in the structure and power 
relationships within the firm. 
Job-Related Perceptions 
As observed from the three types of work forms, two major categories 
of jobs lend themselves well to telecommuting. The first includes those that 
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are easily measured, routine in nature, involve interaction with a computer 
terminal, and where the employee's physical location is immaterial to the 
effectiveness of job performance. Cited examples pertain to sales executives 
and clerical staff. 
The second job category well-suited to telecommuting is the largely 
autonomous, professional project requiring concentrated thought by a single 
person. This category includes programmers, functional managers and 
system developers. The self-employed, too, would fall in this category. And an 
interesting feature about these self-employed individuals was that they had 
relatively low commitment to the organizations they had previously worked for. 
Rather, commitment was strong to their particular product, project or work 
group. Thus it is of no surprise that they tend to value individual autonomy 
over organizational commitment. 
Indeed telecommuting can make it possible for knowledge workers to 
have long periods of uninterrupted time for concentration on their tasks. Given 
telecommuting technology, these employees could choose to work at nights, 
weekends, or other times to complete an important task with complete access 
to the necessary data or information. 
But yet the study appears to show a "telecommuting gap" where those 
with higher incomes and education levels are much more likely to 
telecommute. This probably pertains to the fact that those at the clerical levels 
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engage in rather routine and mundane tasks. And the workplace would be 
where they can socially engage themselves to break away from the 
monotony. 
Gender-Related Perceptions 
No matter in large firms or in startups, for Hong Kong men, the home is 
a place of rest and relaxation, an escape from the stressful world of the office. 
Those we interviewed who were motivated by personal preference to work at 
home were men who did not have responsibility for childcare. Typical reasons 
these men gave for choosing work at home included reduced distractions and 
an improved work environment. This was due to having no one at home and 
then the lack of interruptions, avoidance of office politics and the elimination of 
commuting. 
In contrast, for the women, it is a place where stress is generated and 
chores seem unending, a place from which to escape is the more rewarding 
environment of the workplace. Going out to work gives a Hong Kong woman a 
sense of independence and hence the reluctance to bring work home. What 
perhaps also adds to their reluctance to telecommute is the fact that 
telecommuting in itself is not an established mode of work in Hong Kong. 
Employers, in general, do not offer it as a work option and they have never 
tried it. It would thus be against the norm to stay at home and work. 
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This is in contrast to the phenomenon in Singapore where the working 
women have expressed considerable interest in telecommuting per se. This is 
probably due to the Governmental initiatives for encouraging working mothers 
to keep their jobs and take care of their children at the same time. This is 
because with a population of 2.6 million, Singapore has a very limited labor 
force. In the 1986 Economic Committee Report, its target was to have 50 
percent of female participation in the work force by 1995. And not surprisingly, 
one of the recommended measures was to encourage women to work from 
home. This was seen to be one way for women with family commitments to 
remain in the labor force while fulfilling their domestic responsibilities. These 
women would otherwise be lost from the labor pool. With the institutional 
support in place, the working women readily accept the telecommuting 
arrangements. In fact, a study revealed that most Singapore female computer 
professionals would like to telecommute one to three days a week, and in 
times of need, when they have young children^®. 
So in Hong Kong, taking care of household chores on a full-time basis 
is not too big a concern for the working women. With higher levels of literacy, 
they become career-oriented. But what lies behind their ability to do so is that 
they have domestic help available. Hong Kong is a city which allows the entry 
of domestic helpers from the developing cities in Asia. With a base pay of 
< 
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HK$4,000 or so per month, working professionals can afford them. Besides, 
as a family-oriented culture, grandparents tend to live in with their working 
children. They, too, can take up the role of being the house-minders. In all, 
these phenomena break away from the traditional image of having women at 
home to attend to household chores, thus reducing their willingness to adopt 
telecommuting. 
Male workers, on the other hand, did not express any concerns against 
working at home for gender-related reasons. Not a single individual claimed 
that since he is the man, he should be in the office. An interesting comparison 
is Japan though. In traditional Japanese marriages, the home is under the 
control of the wife and having a working husband at home during the day-time 
will make her feel that her territory has been invaded. Under these 
circumstances telecommuting arrangements are unlikely to attract male 
workers. 
The Connection Between Work and Non-Work Domains 
In addition to influencing changes in the traditional notions of 
organizational membership, work at home can alter the traditional relationship 
between the employee's work and non-work life. The most obvious reason for 
changes in the link between work and non-work is the telecommuting 
employee's increased control over his/her time. If the employee is not 
0 
required to work a specified schedule or number of hours by the organization, 
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s/he can decide what hours are the most efficient regarding work style, the 
demands of other family members, and the scheduling of leisure activities. 
Also, the elimination of regular commuting can add substantially to the 
amount of time available. 
Our observations - more so on the self-employed entrepreneurs - also 
suggest that the lack of physical separation between the work and non-work 
domains and the constant presence of "work setting" may aggravate 
tendencies towards "workaholism" for those employees who are highly 
involved in their jobs. 
The design of the home workplace further affects the degree to which 
work intrudes on one's non-work life. The ideal situation, though costly, 
especially in Hong Kong, is a separate area used only for work. Many 
employees need to usurp important living space (e.g. the dining-room table) 
for elaborate computer equipment that could not be moved easily. This is so 
much like Japan where telecommuting rates are low given its cramped living 
facilities, also known as hare's huts. 
The Role of Technology 
The increased availability of relatively inexpensive hardware and 
software does not imply that technology in and of itself will be the primary 
‘ driver for telecommuting. As the viewpoints of most, if not all, personnel 
indicate, it is individual, organisational and social issues rather than 
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technological problems that are hindering acceptance and implementation of 
telecommuting programs. In fact, work transformation involves the integration 
of human resources and facilities management to foster a workplace that is 
more satisfying to deliver improved bottom-line results. This implies that an 
organisation has to invest in resources that determine if telecommuting can 
indeed be practised by its employees and if so, which ones. This will further 
entail strategic planning and people management. 
The Role of Relationships 
Although not explicitly mentioned by any of the interviewees, relationships 
and guanxi play an influential role in the running of any organization, be it a 
subsidiary or a startup. Personal relationships play an important role in the 
advancement of careers, too. Networking and connections play such a role in 
that one of our respondents (who wishes not to be named) was able to climb 
up his career ladder rapidly. 
This goes in line with what Professor Kim Seung Chul, an Assistant 
Professor at The Chinese University of Hong Kong pinpointed, "in HK or Asian 
context, it will be more difficult as the culture emphasizes human relationships 
and the business still relies on the personal connections a lot ...丨 would not 
< 
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recommend or implement telecommuting, at least in complete substitute for 
the regular and direct human working relationship^^" 
In fact, in Japan, the adoption rate of telework is said to be lower 
compared with other industrialized countries. This is despite that it faces 
various problems, such as overcrowded cities, heavy traffic jams & 
uncontrollable environmental problems, skyrocketing rents and lengthy 
commuting times that on average up to three to four hours daily. Even the 
rapid development in information technology and the growth in digital 
networks provide required infrastructure for the effective implementation of 
telework projects have not been able make telework as widely implemented 
when compared to other industrialized countries. 
The most significant influential factor is the organizational culture, which 
gives priority to face-to-face interaction and group work. This takes place not 
only on the job but at the after-hours drinking sessions as well. Furthermore, 
there is no formal method for performance appraisals and rewarding. And 
telecommuting will put all these practices in danger as the telecommuter may 
sense isolation and fear not being considered for promotions. 
< 
31 Quoted from his E-Mail Message to the authors on 9 April 2000. 
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Concluding Remarks 
On the whole, there were mixed feelings towards telecommuting, but 
more tilting towards a sceptical attitude. A possible explanation for such an 
attitude is related to the degree of change that telecommuting would involve. 
Telecommuting, as a concept, is new to Hong Kong - and the idea of a 
professional working at home rather than in an office is disconcerting to some. 
Consequently, even if the option appears to be attractive, many seem to have 
opted for a "safe" strategy and opt for minimal change. 
Differences were found between the potential telecommuters and non-
telecommuters in the ratings of personal control and productivity. As a matter 
of fact, it can be concluded that the costs and benefits of telecommuting from 
a point of view are not easy to assess. Many depend on the individual 
personalities concerned, and others vary according to the type of work in 
question and the particular domestic situation of the worker concerned. 
Our exploratory investigations indicate that, despite its potential, it is 
not likely to be adopted extensively in the future. From management's 
perspective, work at home may threaten loss of control over the employee's 
work performance. For employees, we have noted that the invasion of the 
computer terminal into the home may be a serious problem not only because 
of its space requirement, but also because of the resulting lack of physical 
‘ separation between work and family. Also, telecommuting is not an ideal 
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substitute for household duties. Furthermore, the lack of visibility in working at 
home may be a barrier to women who wish to move into management. 
Given this, we tentatively conclude that work at home will not become a 
widespread trend in Hong Kong. But yet there is sufficient interest in its use as 
a flexible work option in special cases that it should be examined more 
closely. This is as employees need flexible work arrangements in order to 
accommodate increased demands from the non-work domain. Yet it must be 
noted that telecommuting may be an excellent option for certain individuals in 
certain cases. Ideally, it may be one of multiple flexible work options that are 
designed to improve the autonomy and feelings of self-worth of the individual, 
while at the same time increasing the well-being of the organisation through 
improved performance of its employees. 
As a result, our exploratory investigations have convinced us that 
telecommuting in the context of Hong Kong should be further explored deeply. 
Research on telecommuting should be conducted in an international setting to 
determine, for example, if telecommuting might be viewed differently by 
locations within one company with several locations around the world. Within 
this context, Hong Kong can be compared with other developed cities and 
region in its suitability for telecommuting. 
< 
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Food For Thought 
Forecasting the future on the adoption of telecommuting in the hi-tech 
world in Hong Kong is not so much a question of predicting the future 
capabilities of information technology, although this will determine the outer 
limits of the range of options available for telecommuting. Rather, it is a matter 
of assessing economic, social and political trends. To do so, there seem to be 
two set of questions to be asked: Firstly, what will- be the priorities of 
employers? In what sort of industrial and economic climate will they be 
operating? What restraints are they likely to encounter? And what solutions 
are likely to present themselves to these problems? Secondly, what will be the 
priorities for the workers? What choices are likely to be available to them? 
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A FORECAST: NUMBER OF TELECOMMUTERS IN THE UNITED STATES 
"This is a current forecast of the expected total number of telecommuters in the US. The 
dashed red line represents the findings of annual household suiveys made by Tom 
Miller of Cyber Dialogue and Joanne Pratt (with some extrapolation by us of the trend 
past the last survey in June 1999). Note that surveys typically show "rougher" lines than 
those produced by forecasting models such as ours. Our estimates are for each year-
end, with 21.4 million for 31 December 1999, “ Jala International, Incorporation. 
Source: http://www.jala.cQm/ustcforecast.htm 
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PERCEIVED ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF TELECOMMUTING 
Table 1. Advantages and Disadvantages of Telecommuting from an Employer's Perspective. 
ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 
Staff-related: Staff-related: 
• t o a t t r a c t & r e t a i n h i g h l y s k i l l e d p r o f e s s i o n a l s • d o u b l e s t a n d a r d o f d i s c i p l i n e ; d i f f e r e n t r u l e s f o r 
w h o a r e h o m e - b a s e d a n d o f f i c e - b a s e d e m p l o y e e s 
- s h o r t i n s u p p l y • d e c r e a s e i n m o r a l e ; c r e a t e s e l i t i s m / f e e l i n g o f 
- m a y b e u n w i l l i n g t o w o r k i n t h e c o m p a n y b e i n g l e f t o u t 
d u e t o i t s l o c a t i o n f r o m h o m e • l a c k o f e x p o s u r e t o c o m p a n y c u l t u r e ; n o s e n s e 
- n e e d t o b a l a n c e w o r k a n d h o m e o f b e l o n g i n g ; e m p l o y e e s m a y n o t b e c o m m i t t e d 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s Financial Costs: 
• t o r e t a i n e m p l o y e e s w h e n • s t a r t u p c o s t s 
_ o p e r a t i o n s e x p a n d • c o s t s o f s y s t e m & c o m m u n i c a t i o n s e q u i p m e n t 
- s p a c e c o n s t r a i n t s d e v e l o p • o p e r a t i n g c o s t s : m a i n t e n a n c e & 
• e a s e i n s t a f f r e c r u i t m e n t t e l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n c h a r g e s 
• l o w e r e m p l o y e e t u r n o v e r Management-related: 
• i m p r o v e d e m p l o y e e m o r a l e • n e e d f o r r e m o t e s u p e r v i s i o n 
• i n c r e a s e i n e m p l o y e e ' s l o y a l t y t o c o m p a n y t h a t • n e e d f o r m a n a g e r / s u p e r v i s o r s u p p o r t 
p l a c e s t r u s t i n t h e m • m a n a g e r s f e a r l o s s o f c o n t r o l 
• c r e a t e s m u t u a l r e s p e c t a n d t r u s t w h e n e m p l o y e r • t e n d e n c y t o l e a v e p e o p l e o u t o f d e c i s i o n s 
a n d e m p l o y e e e s t a b l i s h a n d u n d e r s t a n d w o r k • � e d u c e d f a c e - t o - f a c e i n t e r a c t i o n 
c o n d i t i o n s a n d o b j e c t i v e s c l e a r l y Policies in Company: 
Financial S a v i n g : • h o w t o e v a l u a t e p e r f o r m a n c e 
• r e d u c e o v e r h e a d c o s t s f o r c e n t r a l w o r k f a c i l i t i e s • h o w t o d e v i s e p a y s c h e m e 
• s a v i n g s i n o f f i c e s p a c e • p r o b l e m s w i t h s e c u r i t y o f d a t a a n d e q u i p m e n t 
• r e d u c e d p a r k i n g s p a c e r e q u i r e m e n t s • r a i s e s d i f f i c u l t q u e s t i o n s o n l e g a l l i a b i l i t i e s . 
• r e d u c e d p r e s s u r e f o r w a g e i n c r e a s e s i n s u r a n c e a n d o w n e r s h i p 
• l e s s e c o n o m i c c o n s t r a i n t s o n b u i l d i n g c o s t s & 
a v a i l a b i l i t y o f l a b o u r ; c a n c o n t r o l o f f i c e s p a c e 
b e t t e r w h e n : 
- m a r k e t s f l u c t u a t e 
- c o m p a n y i s u n c e r t a i n o f l o n g - r a n g e 
r e q u i r e m e n t s 
P rod uctivity/Efficiency-related: 
• i n c r e a s e c o m p a n y ' s p r o d u c t i v i t y i n g e n e r a l 
• l o w e r a b s e n t e e i s m 
• b e t t e r u t i l i z a t i o n o f c o m p u t e r r e s o u r c e s 
Societal: 
• c o m p a n y ' s i m a g e m a y b e e n h a n c e d 
• p r o v i d e o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r t h e e l d e r l y a n d 
‘ h a n d i c a p p e d 
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APPENDIX 4 (Continued) 
PERCEIVED ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF TELECOMMUTING 
Table 2. Advantages and Disadvantages of Telecommuting from an Employee's Perspective. 
ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 
Quality of Work Life: Social Life: 
• g r e a t e r a u t o n o m y o v e r w o r k s c h e d u l e 參 l e s s s o c i a l i n t e r a o t i o n 
• c a n w o r k a t h o u r s o n e f e e l s c a n w o r k b e s t • i s o l a t e d f r o m p e e r s 
• a v o i d a n c e o f o f f i c e p o l i t i c s • m a y c r e a t e a f e e l i n g o f l o n e l i n e s s 
• e l i m i n a t i o n o f s t r e s s d u e t o c o m m u t i n g • m o r e d i f f i c u l t i e s i n c o m m u n i c a t i n g w i t h 
• f l e x i b l e w o r k i n g h o u r s c o l l e a g u e s 
• v e n t i l a t i o n c a n b e a d j u s t e d Work-related: 
• s t y l e o f w o r k i n g u n o b s e r v e d • l e s s p r o m o t i o n p r o s p e c t s & c h a n c e s t o d e v e l o p 
Productivity/ Work-related: c a r e e r 
• l e s s i n t e r r u p t i o n s & d i s t r a c t i o n s • d i f f i c u l t y i n a c c e s s i n g m a t e r i a l s 
拳 l e s s u n n e c e s s a r y s o c i a l i n t e r a c t i o n » g e t t i n g h e l p w h e n p r o b l e m s a r i s e 
• g r e a t e r s a t i s f a c t i o n d u e t o a u t o n o m y , l e a d i n g t o • h o m e m a y n o t b e c o n d u c i v e e n o u g h 
h i g h e r p r o d u c t i v i t y • t i m e n o t f u l l y u n d e r c o n t r o l ; s u b j e c t t o e m p l o y e r 
Roles/ Relationships: d e m a n d s 
• c a n w o r k & t a k e c a r e o f c h i l d r e n a t t h e s a m e • u n a b l e t o k e e p u p t e c h n i c a l l y 
t i m e • n o t e x p o s e d t o c o - w o r k e r s & o b s e r v i n g h o w 
• c a n i m p r o v e r e l a t i o n s w i t h s p o u s e a n d c h i l d r e n p r o b l e m s e m e r g e & a r e s o l v e d 
• g i v e s s o m e s e n s e o f u s e f u l n e s s ( f o r e l d e r l y & • m i x i n g p e r s o n a l a c t i v i t i e s w i t h w o r k 
h a n d i c a p p e d ) Roles/ Relationship/ Self: 
Financial Savings: • r e q u i r e s s e l f - d i s c i p l i n e & m o t i v a t i o n 
• r e d u c e t r a v e l t i m e & c o s t s • ^ 丨扮d t o w o r k a h o l i s m & c o n s e q u e n t l y h e a l t h 
• n o n e e d t o m a i n t a i n w e l l - d r e s s e d a p p e a r a n c e ; p r o b l e m s 
l e s s e x p e n s e s o n c l o t h e s P �， i 
• n e e d f o r t r a n s i t i o n t i m e b e t w e e n r o l e s : c o n f l i c t 
m a y a r i s e 
• r e q u i r e s a l o t o f t i m e - j u g g l i n g 
• m a y h a v e u n f a v o u r a b l e e f f e c t s o n h o m e l i f e 
• s e e o n e s e l f a s a f a i l u r e i f t h i n g s g o w r o n g 
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